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As the second anniversary of the U.S. invasion of Iraq nears, neither staying the course nor pulling out hurriedly is the answer. A third
way is needed. Unless a better alternative is soon identified, the cost of our intervention in blood and treasure is going to
skyrocket irretrievably.
At one extreme, Americans are being urged to remain in Iraq as long as is necessary -- until the job is done. At the other extreme, a set
timetable for withdrawal of our forces has been demanded.
In these fractious red-or-blue times, so reminiscent of the bitter feuding between the green and blue "color factions" of the ancient
Byzantine Empire, neither side seems willing to give much.
The impasse over Iraq arises principally because reds, who control the government and retain the steady support of half of the
American public, believe any retreat under fire would be perceived as a defeat. An exodus of U. S. forces might also lead to an
intensification of civil war in Iraq, worsening the hothouse conditions that have made it a breeding ground for terrorism since our
invasion two years ago this week.
Blues, for the most part, remain convinced that the invasion of Iraq was a huge mistake, and that it is time to cut our losses and leave.
With costs of the venture in Iraq closing in on $300 billion, blues have a point. Their hope is to engineer a handoff to a reconstituted
Iraqi national military while at the same time gaining support from the international community for the new government in Baghdad.
There are serious problems with both staying and leaving.
Keeping all our forces in Iraq to try to finish off the insurgency may only remind Iraqis that they are still being occupied, spurring
greater recruitment of insurgent fighters plus more bombings and suicide attacks. But "Iraqification," reliance on a largely
undertrained and heavily infiltrated indigenous force, could prove a solution as fatal as our attempt to "Vietnamize" the defense of the
friendly Saigon regime some 30 years ago.
In short, neither side in our policy debate over Iraq has it right. That's why some alternative in between the ends of the spectrum
is needed.
The notion that the best solutions generally lie between the extremes has been embraced by British Prime Minister Tony Blair, who
has credited English sociologist Anthony Giddens' concept of the "third way" as the inspiration for many of his policies. Indeed, it has
been his openness to hybrid policy options that has led to Blair's resounding electoral successes.
Former President Bill Clinton was also attracted to this way of thinking, which he relabeled "triangulation." Clinton was generally
quite adroit in using this approach in foreign policy where, for example, he skillfully blended force and diplomacy in Haiti, Bosnia
and Kosovo.
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Even in relations with Iraq, Clinton found a path mixing coercion and persuasion, combining no-fly zones plus occasional air raids
with an inspection regime that actually succeeded in disarming Saddam Hussein.
For those open to taking a longer view of the history of ideas, this third-way concept will sound quite a bit like the Buddha's Middle
Way. Or like the 19th century German visionary Hegel's notion of always striving to synthesize diametrically opposed views.
Whether seen through the prism of recent politics or more-enduring philosophies, the third way is a call to open our minds to the area
that lies between extreme points of view.
What would a third way in Iraq look like?
A simple middle course out of the morass could consist of removing most of our troops from the country at once, while reconfiguring
the remainder into small teams that would take the initiative in tracking the al Qaeda affiliates still trying to despoil the country.
Given the precise, timely air support our forces enjoy, we could easily release two-thirds of our garrison in Iraq. This would still leave
us and our allies with 50,000 troops on the ground, more than enough to keep insurgents on the run.
As new Iraqi government forces grow in size and skill, the number of allied troops would come down even further, finally zeroing out.
If the terrorists had the temerity to try to mount an offensive during this period, they would be quickly crushed by our
superior firepower.
In fact, our partial withdrawal right now might actually induce the insurgents to come out in the open, where it would be easier for us
to destroy them. The Pentagon has gone out of its way to portray the insurgents as being small in number, with no more than several
thousand hard-core fighters. So how could U.S. force reductions lead to the country being overrun by terrorists?
Beyond improving the tactical situation in Iraq, large force reductions would greatly ease pressure on our regular troops, reservists
and national guards. The shift would leave us with enough forces to cope with new crises that might arise on the Korean Peninsula,
or elsewhere.
Purely military considerations aside, this third-way strategy would also quickly reap huge political and diplomatic dividends for us, as
fears of our permanent occupation of Iraq began to dissipate. Public opinion would soon rebound in our favor, both throughout the
Muslim world and around the globe. We and our coalition partners would be seen as beginning to comply with U.N. Security Council
Resolution 1546, which calls for an end to our intervention in Iraq in the aftermath of January's free elections.
Just as important, this third-way policy would allow the process of healing finally to begin here at home. But is the adoption of such a
solution likely?
Yes, because a few prominent members of both sides in the U.S. political debate have already staked out patches of this middle
ground. For example, Brent Scowcroft, the elder Bush's national security adviser (and Condi Rice's mentor), has publicly called for
the phased withdrawal of our troops. John Kerry tried very hard during his presidential campaign to articulate a notion of cutting our
forces in tandem with the rise of a new Iraqi national force. There is already much in common here.
President Bush has made it clear on many occasions that his decisions as commander-in-chief are guided by the recommendations of
senior U.S. military leaders. With regard to American troop levels in Iraq, which scattered reds and blues occasionally call for raising,
the president has calmly responded that he has deployed all the forces his generals have asked for. So if our generals make a
recommendation to draw down our forces, he will view the request with an open mind.
But this is a big if, as the Pentagon leadership is hardly likely to call for a limited withdrawal. It is simply too foreign to their habits of
mind and institutional interests. It would mean a substantial change in our doctrine for which, they would claim, we are unprepared.
As Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld has put it, "You go to war with the army you have." His formulation is simply not true, though,
in protracted wars. For example, by the fourth year after Pearl Harbor, American forces had totally transformed themselves and
defeated all enemies. Seen in this light, our war on terrorism is an anomaly, as we find ourselves in the fourth year after Sept. 11 with
a military little changed from prewar days, and with no end to the conflict in sight.
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Yet we can win in Iraq, if we begin by rejecting notions such as "overwhelming force" or flattening future Fallujahs. Instead, we must
focus on the deployment of small teams of "hunter networks," mounting raids from remote desert bases and striking mostly at night,
always guided by good intelligence.
As we near the start of our third year in Iraq, we can do this. But we will only take this approach if we first scale down our presence,
which is simply too big to enable us to operate in such nimble, efficient ways.
We need an informed public debate over pursuing a third way in Iraq. That has to precede Bush's decision to adopt it, which could be
the most important act of his second term.
STAY AND FIGHT: Remain in Iraq until the job is done. Advocates of this approach believe any retreat under fire would be perceived
as defeat. An exodus of U.S. forces might also lead to an intensification of civil war.
CUT AND FIGHT: Remove most U.S. troops from the country at once while reconfiguring the remainder into small teams that would
take the initiative in tracking terrorists still trying to disrupt the country.
CUT AND RUN: Set a timetable for withdrawal. Advocates of this approach hope to engineer a handoff to a reconstituted Iraqi
military while gaining support from the international community for the new government in Baghdad. .
IRAQ BY THE NUMBERS
U.S. SERVICE PERSONNEL KILLED: 1,513
U.S. SERVICE PERSONNEL CURRENTLY IN IRAQ: 150,000
AMOUNT SPENT FIGHTING THE WAR SO FAR: $300 billion
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